
Acceptance Speech by David Lloyd 

As-Salaam Aleikum wa rahmat allahi wa barakatu. 

Sheikh Abdul Aziz, Members, Friends. 

I am so honoured to be standing here before you this evening. Thank you all so much for coming. 

In my time in the Diplomatic Service, I came to have a particular affection and affiliation for two of the countries 

in which I served: Saudi Arabia and Slovenia. They could hardly be more different in size, topography or history. 

But the common denominator was the lasting friendships I formed in both countries, outside my working circle, 

and to which I have added over the ensuing years. In preparing this presentation, I have looked with awe and 

amazement at the gallery of those winners of the Rawabi Award who have preceded me over the years, and 

some of whom are here this evening. Indeed, I look up at them with great humility; and to give that some focus 

to this occasion, allow me, if you will, to digress briefly.  It takes me back to an event during my time as 

ambassador in Slovenia which I thought might amuse you. It still makes me chuckle! The US and the UK were the 

two NATO ambassadors in Ljubljana when Slovenia was accepted as a member of the Organisation, and we would 

alternate as NATO contact point for important visitors and/or events. Suffice to say that it fell to me in September 

1997 to accompany and introduce five star General Wesley Clark, SACEUR, on a courtesy call on the Slovenian 

President.  General Clark stood 6’2 tall –the archetypical lean marine - and President Kučan about 5’6. After the  

formal  introduction, President Kučan looked high up at General Clark, tilting his head back, and, with a twinkle 

in his  eye, said allow me General to welcome you here and greet you as a new NATO ally, not as President of 

Slovenia, but in my capacity as a lance-corporal  on the Slovenian Army reserve list. I hope you see where I am 

coming from 

My first acquaintance with Saudi Arabia was in August 1988 when I took up my posting as Head of the British 

Trade Office in Al Khobar. The Iran/Iraq war had just finished after 8 years of horrendous slaughter and there 

seemed no reason to think that peace had not broken out into and for the foreseeable future. The idea of being 

in a country that would be at war and under ballistic missile attack two and a half years on did not enter the 

mind. I was there with a young family and a commercial brief to acquaint myself big time with Saudi Aramco and 

with the various prominent merchant families in Eastern Province, not least among whom were of course the Al 

Turki. Those five somewhat tumultuous years in Saudi Arabia left a deep impression, which evolved and morphed 

over time and particularly during my 15 years with the Middle East Association, now sadly defunct. 

I feel as much a personal as a professional tie to Saudi Arabia. Apart from having lived there, all my five children, 

of whom three are here tonight, have been to the Kingdom and have their own memories. Indeed, two of them 

were born there at the Al Mana General Hospital in Al Khobar and managed to get christened – yes, christened! 

– by the visiting Bishop of Cyprus and Gibraltar, journeying as a Professor of History at the time.  

I left the Kingdom in June 93 with mixed feelings. I had made a number of lasting Saudi friendships in 5 years, 

shared experiences and come to know parts of Eastern Province largely hidden from view and well off the beaten 

track. In those days the 3rd C Chaldean Chapel west off the road to Jubail was little known; carefully fenced in, it 

was an archaeological gem which included the living quarters of resident monks of the time.  But, sadly, the 

fencing was inadequate to protect its priceless crosses from being hacked out of their niches at some point after 

the end of the war.  To the south and accessible only to 4 wheel drive, there were the remains of the fort of 

Uqair, of 1923 Treaty fame. Then there was the camel market at Hofuf, a great entertainment on a Friday 

morning.   

I left with mixed feelings because, having arrived in the Kingdom when it was to all intents and purposes  closed 

to the casual visitor; watched it open up to coalition forces and the world’s press; we then saw it shut down again 



when Saddam Hussein had been vanquished. Yet, imperceptible as it may have been at the time, the First Gulf 

War marked a historical turning point in the socio-economic evolution of the country and is the definitive starting 

point of comparison for the astonishing speed of change and reform that has taken place over the ensuing thirty 

years. I retired from the FCO at the end of 2000 and was delighted to be taken on by the Middle East Association 

almost immediately, a seamless transfer if ever there was.  I had not given much thought about returning to the 

Kingdom, but I was soon to take over from the late Lawrie Walker as resident Saudi ‘expert’ and leader of business 

missions.  

Then 9:11:2001 came along and Saudi Arabia was in the international limelight and we were to mark time on any 

business visits; but, barely had the early dust settled on this atrocity than Al Qaidah struck in Riyadh and Al 

Khobar in June 2004 and again the Kingdom was firmly on the back foot. The target was the Western expatriate 

community and to my deep personal distress, my dear friend from my earlier days, Michael Hamilton, CEO of 

Apicorp, who had taken over from me as EP Concert Secretary and whom I had helped to get voted in as Deputy 

Chair on the Board of Governors of the British International School Al Khobar (BISAK), was brutally murdered. 

But, there was some good to come of this act of awfulness, and the then Saudi ambassador in London, HRH 

Prince Turki Al Faisal, accepted Penny Hamilton’s invitation to attend Michael’s memorial service at St Mary’s 

Rye where he read a passage from the Koran and a hadeeth, both absolutely appropriate for the occasion. In 

answer to my question later on – driving him back to his helicopter, as one does: did he feel comfortable 

attending a Christian service? He told me that he had been at prep-school in the US and had been an active 

participant in its chapel services, so he was on very familiar territory!  

It was Prince Turki who challenged the MEA, in the wake of the terrorist attacks, to hold a seminar in London in 

June 2004, for UK SMEs, to spread a message of ‘business as usual’; we did and thus Opportunity Arabia was 

born. We had an audience of 120 at the Cafe Royal in Regent Street and this marked the start of a series of 

business delegation visits to the Kingdom from November 2004 onwards. It was not our immediate intention to 

repeat OA, but then it seemed to be a good idea and we were well supported by the Saudi and British Embassies 

and the British Offset Office. Each year, our audience grew and we adopted the Institution of Civil Engineers as 

our chosen venue and each year OA strengthened its brand name. There was no other regular, annual conference 

on Saudi Arabia to compare; no other forum to place Saudi Arabia in the spotlight as a developing and diversifying 

economy; or to raise awareness of UK SMEs to the vast array of business opportunities for goods and services in 

the Saudi market place. A particular attraction was our mix of speakers from both countries, senior Saudi men - 

and women I hasten to stress-, heads of British companies working or based in the Kingdom, and Chairpersons 

of the various British Business Groups across the Kingdom. Edward Ogilvie, SBS Secretary, was one such. And the 

OA Chairman himself for many years, also here tonight Sir Alan Munro, supported by that tireless campaigner 

for all things Saudi, Baroness Liz Symons.  

So Opportunity Arabia became the primer for two MEA visits a year to the Kingdom which I had the great pleasure 

of leading. Over a 12 year period, I probably took around 350 UK SMEs; we always covered the 3 centres over a 

10 day period and were multi-sector, which enabled many specialised or niche firms to come and try the market. 

Loake shoes springs to mind as a great success story, but many others have built up successful businesses.  

As Mission leader, you need to be on your toes for all eventualities and it is truly astonishing how much hand-

holding smart, grown-up business executives and academics, male and female, need,  even if only to get them 

and their baggage onto a transfer bus at the hotel at an appointed time. Of the various occasions when best laid 

plans looked like leaving the rails, one was particularly memorable. We were at Jeddah airport, checking in for 

our flight home, when a mission member managed to get himself detained by the airport police for abusing a 

security guard at the body scan. There was something setting off the security pinger and he was gradually 

reduced to stripping to his underwear. At this point, and very frustrated, he told the security guard in bold Anglo-



Saxon what to do. Well, even the non-English speaking security guard recognised that invitation! The officer in 

charge was, to my relief, understanding of the situation and my missioner was released with a gentle caution.   

 Friendship in Saudi Arabia is a different concept from what it is in Western societies, as all or most of us here 

know, and I was thrilled to find that far from being forgotten by old Saudi friends in my nearly 10 years away, I 

was royally welcomed back and chided for having deserted them in the first place! And my numerous visits and 

a three year spell as Secretariat for the Saudi British Joint Business Council, have added new friendships.  The 

societal changes in the Kingdom under Abdullah as Crown Prince/de facto King and then as King were palpable 

if gradual, the most striking of which perhaps was the advance of women in middle management and 

entrepreneurial roles in business and government. Now, under Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, and with 

no little influence from social media, societal, economic and cultural reform in Saudi Arabia has accelerated in 

unimaginable fashion and at spectacular speed. Start with arrival at Riyadh International Airport, if you will – 

where according to well-founded rumour – a tourist visa may now be picked up on arrival – and where you are 

now warmly welcomed by smart young Saudi men and whisked through immigration in 20 minutes. It makes US 

immigration look 3rd World! And since you ask, yes Saudi women are driving; and you know what? – It just seems 

so normal. Mark Thompson, in his seminal and recently published book, ‘Young, Male and Saudi’, captures, the 

frenetic and unstoppable pace of change in the Kingdom. In parallel, Girls of Riyadh, serialised on the BBC Sounds 

app gives what you might call the very entertaining but serious distaff view. 

I am delighted to feel closely connected to Saudi Arabia, and all the more so through the generosity of this Rawabi 

Award.  Nobody should be in any doubt that the country is on the move and doing so swiftly. Yes, there are steps 

backwards, sometimes two at a time, but there is much for the Kingdom to shout about. Note that I say there is 

much for the Kingdom to shout about, because it is the Saudis themselves who must do the shouting. Saudis are 

naturally modest and not given to blowing the national trumpet; but I would urge them all, across generations 

and in and out of Government, to promote themselves and their country, and especially to redress the uniformly 

negative image which it has in the UK media. One small example – as we witness the savage Syrian Government 

onslaught on its own citizens in Idlib Province and their heart-rending distress, how many people even here this 

evening, know that Saudi Arabia has taken in one and a half million Syrian refugees in the last three years, 

providing housing, schools and jobs? And that is probably a conservative estimate. 

Thank you Sheikh Abdul Aziz for your supremely generous award; ashkurak jiddan jiddan. And thank you, fellow 

Trustees of the Saudi British Society, for nominating me.   I will be making donations to St John’s Jerusalem Eye 

Hospital which works tirelessly across frontiers to treat patients regardless of nationality, ability to pay or 

religious beliefs; and to PalMusic which provides an invaluable cultural lifeline and hope to young Palestinians.    

And thank you all for sitting and listening so patiently to my reflections, past and present, on Saudi Arabia. 


